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To the outside world Manipur is almost synonymous with Dancc—the 
Manipuri Dance. The name brings to the mind a gorgeous group of Potloi 
wearing Raas dancers and the pung player. To the common man, that is 
Manipuri Dance. When we come to discuss the classical Manipuri Dance we 
have first to clearly define Manipuri Dance asan art form, and the problems 
and prospects of its present day stage presentation which have teen evolved 
out of the age old tradition of temple Mandap dances, namely Lai Haraoba 
and Raas. Religious ceremonies are ritualistic in nature. When presented on 
stage, rituals have singificance only to the point they contribute to the artis- 
tic presentation. 


To appreciate any art, as everybody knows, a basic knowledge about 
itis necessary. To appreciate Manipuri one has to be intiated. As to appreci- 
ate Singjoo or Iramba, one has to acquire atasteforit. Thereis aneed of 
a systematic standard in the light of which any dance can be appreciated or 
learnt. Now we have, in Manipuri Dance so many gharanas that one tends to 
get lost. In this context it may be pointed out that till late Pandit Vishnu 
Narayan Bhatkhande standardised the Hindustani classical music, the 
state of Hindustani classical music was like itis of Manipur Dance. There 
were hundreds of Gharanas and thousands of Gurus; each claiming to be 
the best. There was confusion. Pandit Bhatkhande systematised the different 
Ragas, brought out their basic characteristics, mentioned the variations as 
practiced by the different Gharanas, made notations of prevalent songs and 
thus gave grounding. Manipur Dance as also the other schools of Dance 
need such a grounding. 


In order to do that we feel the need of a system of dance notation to keep 
the dances on record. Audio visual medium like film is very effective in this 
respect but a very expensive proposition aes only some of the cea 
National institutions can afford. : 


Actually speaking, problems and prospects are inter-linked. When 
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discussing about problems, solutions come automatically and solutions to 
problems lead to their prcspects. Problems about classical Manipuri 
Dance can be approached from three different angles: 


(1) Technique 
(2) Teaching 
(3) Performing 


In Manipur this dance form has evolved itself so naturally that it is almost 
impossible to draw a lire where the folk tradition ends and the classical 
takes over. If by classical we mean that form of dance which has a codified 
procedure and which is not alterable, then we can not exclude either Maibi 
or thang ta Jagoi. But only Raas based dances are recognised as classical 
Manipuri Dance which I concede, rather puzzles me. 


The probelm regarding the technique of classical Manipuri Dance is its 
diversity and of course the lack of reliable documentation. The prospects 
regarding the technique of classical Manipuri Dance are vast. It has a wide 
field to grow. It has been growing, adapting itself to the changing circum- 
stances. Nowit has adapted itself to the requirements of the stage. When pre- 
sented on stage, the time being limited, the performances have perforce 
to be condensed. As the number of participants are limited, choreographic 
patternsare to beadjusted. Lately many new types of compositions have been 
evolved. A new dimension has been opened with the introduction of Ballets 
based on Manipuri. While most techiques have been evolved out of the 
classical or the folk styles, the form that has emerged is quite novel. 


The second point to be discussed relates to the problems and prospects 
of the teaching of Manipuri Dances both in and out of Manipur. 


In Manipur, teaching of classical Dance is going on in two different ways 
—the old Gurukul system and Dance institutions sponsored by the Adminis- 
tration. Apperently there is no problem as such. But now-a-days young peo- 
ple have more attractive occupations than learning dance. Those who can 
afford will rather take some other vocation than learn dance. Jn the days 
of the Rajas, dancers and Gurus were held in high esteem. They were also 
remunerated well. Now except for employment in the Dance institutions, 
there is hardly any the scope for employment. Even in the Dance colleges 
and schools, a Guru has often to retire at 58, just when he is ripe with the 
requisite experience to teach, I learnt my Dancing from my respected Guru 
Maisnam Amubi Singh when he was 75. Even at that age he was a superb 
performer and teacher. While the problem of teaching Manipuri in Manipur 
is one of future prospects for the teacher and the student, outside Manipur, 
teaching of Manipuri is a much greater problem There the teacher has first 
to initiate the pupils and then teach. We find a handful of private teachers 
who earn their living by. teaching dance.’ Most. of them are not properly 
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trained. They lack the perspective. The teaching suffers. 1am speaking from 
my experience in both Assam and Bengal. 


There are private institutions who employ trained teachers but such in- 
stitutions are very few in number and therefore not very effective. Their 
resources are also limited. 


Then we have the public institution. Perhaps the most ideal vehicle for 
teaching and popularising Manipuri Dances. In Manipur these institutions 
are doing an excellent job. But outside, we have quite often been disappointed 
with these institutions. They have not served the purpose. In one such in- 
stitution, I know, the same student is taught Bharat Natyam in one period, 
Kathak in the next and Manipuri in the third. As a result the poor student 
is absolutely confused. Manipuri posture is mixed up with Bharat Natyam 
and the result is ridiculous. We have seen this system fail. This leads to 
frustration amongst the teachers as well as the students. There should be 
a check on this. 


In West Bengal; now-a-days dance is included in the school curriculum. 
At present the system is not encouraging, because no particular dance form 
is taught. A little of this and a little of that is taught by half trained teachers. 
This however can be systematised and good trained teachers in different art 
forms employed for imparting education in these art forms. 


I would like to mention in this context that teaching Manipuri to students 
outside Manipur is very different from teaching them in Manipur. The stu- 
dents who come to learn, say in Calcutta, have noidea of the land and the 
people; least of the dance form, whereas in Manipur dance being a part of life, 
it is only the technique that they have to learn. To teach outside of Manipur 
therefore, both the body and the mind of the student are to be prepared. 
In my small way I have tried to evolve a technique to prepare the body while 
teaching my students in Calcutta, to adapt to the Meitei style. The technique 
of body movement is taught with the help of certain exercises. These exer- 
cises help the students to get across to the movements necessary for this 
dance form. Quite a lot I confess still remains to be done. 


To teach outside, we need teachers who can communicate with the students 
at their level of understanding. The teacher has to inspire and gather students. 
Students will only be inspired if they have the facilities to see the actual per- 
formances. This leads us onto the problems and prospects of performance 
of Manipuri. Once the Rishis asked Bharata: ‘Why is dance made, what 
is the need ?’. Bharata answered; ‘Dance does not serve any particular pur- 
pose. It is practical because it creates beauty’. _ 

‘ Dance does not serve the purpose of our ordinary. practical life but it 
is a medium through which one expresses one’s finer feelings. Like any other 
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form of art, it elevates. I personally teach and practise Manipuri because 
it opens up before me a new vista in the development of the personality, 
Perhaps it is too idealistic.a view, but that is how I feel about it. One may 
learn just for the sake of learning, to develop one’s personality or one may 
want to take it up as a profession. 


Let us see what scope there is for a Manipuri dancer to take up the dance 
as a profession. It is very limited.. 


In Manipur dancers and singers are sustained by the religious festivals 
where they are invited and given remuneration. But outside Manipur per- 
formance is very expensive and even a full hall does not provide for the 
expenses incurred for the performance. So patronage is necessary. Patron- 
age of public authorities and National Institutions working for the promotion 
of performing arts to maintain and sustain artists and to encourage new 
periments, liberal grants of funds are essential. 


Kathak being more suited to the Hindustani classical tradition gets 
clientele in music conferences. That too is limited. Bharat Natyam being 
individual dance, expenses are less and the dancers get chance in the dance 
festivals held in South particularly Madras, in winter. That too is seasonal. 
But for Manipuri dance where a troupeis necessary, very few can shoulder the 
responsibility of organising performances. We have the greatest problem here. 
Unless the people see they will not know. But how to organise shows ? Ans- 
wer is Only one: State help for creating a National Dance Theatre and 4 
highly professional performing troupe. Performances on a truly professional 
scale have to be organised all oves India to popularize this dance form and 
then provide teachers to those who are interested. I can tell from my own 
experience that whenever I performed both in and outside India I was over- 
whelmed with genuine appreciation and then when I was asked, how to teach 
our children ? I could not answer. The prospect for Manipuri Dance is 
limitless, it can, through organised performances popularize the dance and 
send teachers to train students who will take up Manipuri dance seriously 
either as a means to develop one’s personality or to earn a living. 


To summarise, classical Manipuri has evolved out of the ritualistic re 
ligious dances, and the line of demarcation between folk and classical is 
not very clear. One merges into the other like the waves of the ocean. The 
problems of classical Manipuri dance as viewed from three different angles, 
viz. technical, educational and performance-wise lead us to the discussio® 
of their prospects. From the point of veiw of technique a systematisation is 
called for. For teaching we need dedicated communicative teachers 1? 
spread it. For performances we need sponsorship on a National scale. 
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